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On August 10, Abdala Bucaram Ortiz of the Partido Roldocista Ecuatoriano (PRE) became Ecuador's
39th president, the fifth since Ecuador returned to democratic rule in 1979. His four-year term
will end in the year 2000. The new president began his term by issuing several decrees, including
a controversial state of emergency to combat delinquency. Shortly before turning the reins of
government over to his successor, outgoing president Sixto Duran Ballen assessed the achievements
of his administration in his final address to the nation.
In his third attempt at winning the presidency, the 44- year-old Bucaram defeated opponent
Jaime Nebot in a runoff election on July 7, taking 54.5% of the vote to Nebot's 45.5% (see NotiSur,
07/12/96). Lawyer Rosalia Arteaga was elected vice president, the first woman to hold that position.
Bucaram, a lawyer and the former mayor of Guayaquil, is considered an able politician, although
he is often erratic and describes himself as "a little crazy." Bucaram founded the PRE after the 1981
death of his brother-in-law, former president Jamie Roldos Aguilera, in a suspicious plane crash.
Bucaram has a crusader's sense of morality and is convinced that he can eradicate corruption,
which, he says, "corrodes the intestines of the state."
During his populist campaign, Bucaram offered massive housing programs, employment, and
education, as well as better distribution of wealth. However, that populist style could increase the
serious problems he faces as his begins his term by raising unrealistic expectations. Among the new
president's most difficult problems will be relations with Congress. The administration will have to
form working alliances with opposition parties to implement its programs, since the PRE has only 19
of the 82 seats in the unicameral Congress, behind the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) with 27 seats.
Bucaram has promised to end the domination of government by a ruling elite, and, not surprisingly,
signs have already appeared that the president's honeymoon with Congress may be short-lived.
"The historic day has arrived in which the poor will have complete access to the leadership of the
state," said Bucaram in his inaugural speech. "It is the birth of a popular government and the end
of the hegemony of the oligarchies." In addition to eliminating corruption, Bucaram promised
to end subsidies and bring healthy and equitable development to the country. He said that he
would allocate 30% of the budget to education. "Education in Ecuador will be profoundly changed
to democratize it, improve it, and decentralize it in preparation for the turn of the century," said
Bucaram. "We will bring education to the most dispossessed sectors of the people, those affected by
the illiteracy rate that, according to the most reliable official statistics, has reached 36%."
Bucaram said he will propose a renegotiation of the foreign debt, calculated at US$14 billion, but he
credited the outgoing administration with policies that "allowed foreign investment to come into
the country." Meanwhile, before he left office, outgoing president Sixto Duran Ballen gave his last
address to the nation in which he also counted increased foreign investment among the successes of
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a term in office permeated by scandals and battles with Congress. Duran Ballen said he was leaving
office with "a healthy and stable economy and a strong foundation on which to build the welfare of
the majority...but most of all, a free country, a democratic country, a sovereign country."
In his evaluation, Duran Ballen stressed his economic achievements. He said hard currency reserves,
which remained below US$225 million when he took office, topped US$1.6 billion by the end of
his term, and the fiscal deficit was reduced from 7.1% of GDP to about 1% during that period. But
Duran Ballen said his greatest accomplishment was reducing annual inflation from 60% in 1992
to an expected 22.8% this year. "Faced with chronic instability that increased tensions and fueled
the crisis, we implemented economic reforms through the use of adequate monetary, fiscal, and
exchange policies," said Duran Ballen.
While Duran Ballen's rigid neoliberal economic reforms increased economic stability in
macroeconomic terms, most analysts say he will be remembered as weak and indecisive. He was
never able to fully implement his policies because of his constant battles with the opposition
Congress and with organized labor. His administration was also plagued by corruption scandals
involving members of his family and his administration. His most difficult moment came when his
vice president, Alberto Dahik, fled the country to avoid prosecution, asking for political asylum in
Costa Rica (see NotiSur, 09/01/95, 10/13/95, 04/26/96). "Neither all positive nor all negative," said
Alberto Acosta, consultant at the Latin American Institute of Social Research (ILDIS), referring to
Duran Ballen's presidency. "There were many shades of gray."
In fact, the nation that Duran Ballen turns over to Bucaram has serious social problems, including
high levels of poverty, unemployment, malnutrition, and a serious housing shortage. According
to a recent World Bank study, 1.2 million of Ecuador's 11 million people live in abject poverty,
and another 600,000 are considered in danger of falling into that condition. In addition, 20% of the
economically active population (EAP) is unemployed and another 60% is underemployed. Many
analysts believe that the series of structural adjustment policies implemented in Ecuador since
the early 1980s, along with the accompanying high unemployment and poverty, is the principal
reason for the weakened governability of recent years. However, widespread corruption and the
politicization of most institutions are also factors.
Former president Osvaldo Hurtado, now head of the Corporation of Development Studies,
warned that Bucaram will face a political scene in which "the parties have not fulfilled their
public responsibilities because of their weakness and volatility, which will continue to make
prospects difficult for democratic governability." Meanwhile, just before his inauguration, Bucaram
announced his cabinet, which lines up as follows:
*Interior - Frank Vargas
*Foreign Relations - Galo Leoro
*National Defense - Victor Manuel Bayas
*Presidency - Miguel Salem
*Finance - Pablo Concha '
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*Industry and Foreign Trade - Jorge Marun
*Energy and Mines - Alfredo Adum
*Agriculture and Livestock - Hugo Encalada
*Public Works and Communications - Vicente Estrada
*Social Welfare - Adolfo Bucaram
*Labor and Human Resources - Guadalupe Leon
*Education and Culture - Sandra Correa
*Tourism - Napoleon Icaza
*Health - Marcelo Cruz
*Housing and Urban Development - Victor Sicouret
Bucaram wasted no time in meeting with the new Cabinet and setting the tone for his
administration. In what he referred to as "a call of solidarity with the poor," Bucaram announced the
elimination of a long-standing subsidy for domestic propane gas, used by millions of Ecuadorans
in their homes and businesses. "It is absolutely necessary to eliminate subsidies such as the gas
subsidy, 80% of which favors the powerful sectors in Ecuador, because the poor need housing," said
Bucaram.
On the contrary, however, the measure has received strong criticism from those who say the cut
represents an unfair cost directly shouldered by the poor. It is fueling opposition from some civic
and labor groups who accuse Bucaram of promising to do much for the poor, while, in practice,
doing the opposite. Many of his critics say Bucaram is unlikely to do much for the less advantaged
sectors of society "because he also belongs to the oligarchy."
In several other early decisions, Bucaram also decreed a state of emergency, militarized customs
operations, and devalued the currency. The state of national emergency was imposed to combat
rising levels of street crime and delinquency and "guarantee the peace and tranquility of citizens."
Through the measure, police operations will be subordinated to the armed forces high command
and the military will be authorized to patrol the streets.
The decision brought mixed reactions. Luis Alberto Luna Tobar, archbishop of Cuenca, warned
about the dangers of "state terrorism," and said the greatest emergency in Ecuador is injustice.
Referring to remarks by Government Minister Frank Vargas, in which he called the criminals
"terrorists," Luna Tobar said it was an abusive use of language intended to frighten people so
they would not protest the state of emergency. The archbishop said the answer to delinquency
comes first from providing dignified work and a solid home. However, the rector of the Universidad
del Azuay, Mario Jaramillo, said, "There has to be a response to the public's demand for greater
security." While admitting the danger that the state of emergency could bring abuses from the
authorities, "something for which we have a propensity in this country," he was optimistic that
measures would be taken to prevent such abuses.
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The militarization of customs operations was authorized to end tax evasion on imports and
contraband operations, according to representatives of the administration. "Customs has been
synonymous with corruption at all levels," said assistant director of customs, Carlos Hidalgo. "It is
amazing how much both formal and informal businesses have evaded customs duties for years."
In explaining the currency devaluation, Central Bank administrator Augusto de la Torre said the
8% devaluation of the sucre "was necessary to minimize uncertainty and end speculation" that was
occurring in the financial sector following Bucaram's election. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/07/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 08/06/96, 08/11/96, 08/12/96; Reuter, 07/06/96, 07/07/96, 08/08/96, 08/09/96,
08/14/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/08-10/96, 08/14/96; Hoy (Quito), 08/12-14/96]
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